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Abstract
The field of autoethnography has been greatly influenced by Bochner and Ellis
whose work showcases the importance of rich, stand-alone stories that instantaneously capture the reader and bring you into the moment as if you are a fly on the
wall with beautiful reflections. Stories allow us to organize and share our experiences as they connect to the political, social, historical constructs in which we live.
Stories allow us to interrogate the very world in which we live in, where we have
come from, where we are at today. In the case of this article my auto-ethnograhic ‘I’ connects my personal story to the cultures of disability, race and privilege,
followed by a deeper reflection to generate new knowledge and meaning. While
autoethnographies are gaining more and more traction in some more traditional spaces, methodologically speaking they are still considered taboo. This piece
hopes to serve as a methodological example of what it can be in addition to fostering discussion across and about multiple intersectionalities.

Introduction
I am good, perhaps too good, at hiding behind this image I have created of
myself as a confident, strong and independent woman. This is not a bad image, it’s
an outward image that I have created and can live with. But, I feel torn because
inside, there are times when I don’t know if that is who I really am or if it’s just who
I want to be. Chameleons have an innate ability to blend in to their surroundings.
Not knowing a single thing about my birth history or family lineage, as a trans-racial
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adoptee, I’ve decided that I must be at least a distant relative to the chameleon
family because of how I’ve skimmed through life blending in. What I realize now
is this seeming ability to blend in is a unique talent that serves as a protective coat
of many colors so to speak especially as a multiply marginalized individual at a
predominantly white institution (PWI).
Where does this chameleon-ness come from? I have an incessant desire to please
others—more specifically, anybody who has given me a chance in life because much
of the world tried to write me off. Yet, in my blending in, feelings of being an imposter
are also deeply embedded in my core, and I believe there before I could even talk. As
an adoptee, there quite literally is a receipt for me. I don’t want to be returned. But
even that thought highlights some of my deep views around this role as an imposter.
I have two White parents. Even though they never drew attention to our race in a
negative way, at all, in the society that we live in, I somehow decided at an early age
that I needed to do all that I could to please my White parents, to not be a statistic
of students of color who don’t make it. In my town, the students of color, other than
myself, were largely bused in from the city, I was conscious of this and knew that I
was the face of diversity. This has only been magnified in my current life as a multiply
marginalized faculty of color at a PWI. When you are the face of diversity, there is
an unwritten burden of expectation that feeds into this self-proclaimed incessant need
for perfection. For many adoptees, adoption is talked about as a journey, not an event
and it is common for perspectives about adoption to grow and shift over time. Other
autoethnographies of adoption talk about this similar struggle with identity (Hübinette,
2004; Kim, 2000), with relationships with adoptive parents (Hübinette, 2004), for
some even a search for birthparents (Malhotra, 2013) and, rarely, an intersection of
being an adoptee and disabled (Forber-Pratt, 2020; Kim, 2000; Schwartz & Schwartz,
2018). Another non-adoptive autoethnography talks about the concept of home as a
transnational woman (Bhattacharya, 2018).
My disability doesn’t really factor into my chameleon-ness in the same way;
I can’t hide my disability. Yes, I have memories of being left on the sidelines
countless times as a kid such as not invited to birthday parties or sleepovers because
of being disabled. However, you can see my wheelchair; this makes my disability
very visible, unlike chameleon skins.
These deep conversations and thoughts have followed me my entire life, even
into the academy. While it is important to understand some of the root causes for
this chameleon life, it is also important to interrogate (Denzin, 2006) what this
means in the here and now for navigating the higher education world. Though, I
never will be able to truly discern whether my feelings of insecurity are because of
my race or because of my gender or because of my disability, because all of those
things are deeply intertwined in who I am.
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Academic Journey Towards Ph.D.
The short version of my academic trajectory starts off as me being a girl with
a disability in my town who was constantly overpromised that my needs would be
met, and then being faced with supreme disappointment time and time again which
got worse as I progressed through the grade levels. My mother fought long and
hard for me to have access to an education, but my school district was relentless.
By the time I reached high school, she was burnt out from the fight. But, I also
realized that the fight was not truly hers, it was mine; I was the one living with
a disability, and I needed to fight my own battles. As a 14-year-old, tired of the
blatant discrimination and expectation of blending in despite my disability, I hired
my own lawyers and took on my school district in federal court for discrimination
on the basis of disability. My lawsuit was precedent setting to allow for punitive
and compensatory damages under the Americans with Disabilities Act (1991) in a
public education case (Forber-Pratt v. Natick Public School District, 2002). This
was a pivotal moment for numerous reasons, and to read and understand more from
that chapter of my life and the connection to accrued cultural capital and identity
development, refer to (Forber-Pratt, 2012; Forber-Pratt, 2015). But, the subtext of
that story is that even to show that story as my dissertation, I came face-to-face
once again with my good old friend: Impostor syndrome.
In fact, I had institutional review board approval for an entirely different study
where I intended to tell the stories of women with disabilities and how they became
role models to and for the disabled community. However, an idea surfaced when
I was taking an advanced interpretive methodology course to tell my story as an
autoethnography (Bochner, 1997, 2000, 2005; Denzin, 2006; Ellis, 1999, 2004,
2009; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). I was asked by mentors why I was going to tell other
people’s stories instead of my own. I did not like this idea (at first). I was adamant
that I was not going to do this. It felt like a copout and it felt like the imposter voice
in my head was telling me that that method, autoethnography, was somehow not
good enough—boy, was I wrong! I was surrounded by academic voices from more
traditional fields who were in disbelief of even the idea of an autoethnography. This
became a double-edged sword of a challenge—having to prove its worthiness as a
method for myself as well as acceptability to others—a challenge shared by other
scholars too (Holt, 2003; Muncey, 2005; Wall, 2008). Constantly people would
ask me, “You’re going to do what?” (Forber-Pratt, 2015).
Ironically, it was the comments from non-academics I struggled with even
more so than the comments from those within the academy. These were the ones
who no matter how much I tried to put it into perspective and explain the basics
behind the methodology and the credibility of qualitative research, I would leave
the conversation feeling like a deflated balloon, albeit for much different reasons.
The feelings of being deflated came about because of feeling like an imposter. If
I, a multiply marginalized being, did not belong in the academy in the first place,
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who was I to make bold methods assertions too? Talk about a tailspin!
Truth be told, autoethnography is not for the faint of heart. But, when you
embark on a journey into unchartered waters, it is far from being a copout. I
learned to accept that and to clutch the cards in my hand tightly against my chest.
The act of keeping my cards close was my attempt to manage those feelings of being an imposter in the academy. I chose to engage in safe academic spaces – such
as qualitative methods conferences and to tell the safer story (Forber-Pratt, 2015)
of getting institutional review board approval at a research intensive university
for an autoethnography. I am proud of that accomplishment, but as Carolyn Ellis
writes in Revision (2009), I realize now, in the re-writing of that chapter in my
life, I was telling the safe story still afraid of being an imposter. Yes, I gained
confidence to be the creator and to tell my story, my way, yet the story I was still
most comfortable telling was that of process. A key part in this process was finding my own voice merging the academic and the personal (Johnston & Strong,
2008). Part of my hesitation to do an autoethnography was fear of failure within
academia and then when I did, I constantly wondered, “Will it be good enough to
actually get a job?”

Little Fish, Big Pond
Spoiler alert: I did get a job. In fact, I spent two years as a post-doc learning
the ropes of academic life and then ended up in a perfect position for me. Fast-forwarding to present day, I am now five years into my job. I am fortunate to be at top
tier university actively playing and contemplating the tenure game of chess, and
yet when I am mentoring young aspiring academics and I hear them talk about
the “R1 pressures” I still hear a faint voice that says, “Oh, no kidding, that’s not
a place for me!” then I hear the voice of reality that chimes in with, “Oh shit, you
are there! Wake up!”
It is not that I don’t belong there, but rather that I still cannot believe that I am
there. At national and international conferences, I overhear role models of mine
giving praise about their successful mentees and my first reaction is, “Wow, they
have amazing mentors who believe in them and have supported them along the
way, how incredible”; then I realize they are talking about me, and that they are
my mentors. This is a truly humbling experience. I am so grateful.
Mentorship comes in all shapes and sizes. Advisors may leave you or even
betray you, as may colleagues and people you once believed to be mentors. While
these actions may feel like gasoline poured onto a fire at the time, this is temporary. It is important to not let imposter syndrome win in these cases. My advisor
left the academy and I, initially, felt abandoned. The fallout from this did cause
me to come face-to-face in the boxing ring once again with imposter syndrome.
As an adoptee, I always have struggled with abandonment issues, so when this
happened during my first year on the job, I was hurt, and I could not understand
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why this was happening to me. I could not get my head wrapped around the why,
I struggled to not ask the question of: “why me?” I could not understand why
someone, who was also a minority in the academy and knew the odds I was up
against, and who I had previously talked to in great depth about these feelings of
imposter syndrome would do this. I sought to protect that last ounce of dignity
and pride with all of my might. I built such a strong fortress, subconsciously, that
it took an incredible amount of force and guts to chisel away at it. It has taken me
a long time to let other people in, and to come up with a positive reframe.

Déjà Vu Moment
My positive reframe began with a feeling of déjà vu. I had been here before!
I knew how to process this! I had been here before athletically. It was this non-academic example that resonated the most with me, because the academic déjà vu examples felt too raw and too close like my own cards I was clutching onto so tightly.
I began wheelchair racing when I was five years old and was enthralled by
wheelchair racers competing in the Boston Marathon. As a young girl with a disability, seeing adults with disabilities excel athletically was truly a life changing
moment for me. I actually believed that to become an adult you had to outgrow
your disability, so seeing these athletes was the first cognitive memory I have of
realizing that you could become an adult and still have a disability! These athletes
had disabilities, but they also went to college! They had jobs, families, they had
dreams of their own. I knew from that moment this was something I had to check
out for myself; I wanted to become a wheelchair racer. I started to learn that this
wheelchair was not going to stop me, I was bound and determined to not continue
my life left on the sidelines. I began competing nationally when I was nine years
old and always dreamed of one day representing the United States of America in
the Paralympic Games. Yet, when I reached that pinnicle—Team USA in 2008
(and again in 2012)—I was face-to-face with imposter syndrome once again.
Picture this: Feeling vibrations in your chest and hearing a loud roar but that
where what is being said is indistinguishable, but the noise just keeps getting louder,
and LOUDER… this is what it is like to enter a stadium of 91,000 screaming fans all
there to support you and your dream. It is incredible. It was, quite literally, a longtime
childhood dream come true. But to bridge the gap of doing sport for fun, or in the minor leagues so to speak then making it to big leagues---the Paralympic Games, I was
plagued with this self-doubt of, “Do I really belong here?” The Paralympic Games,
elite competition for athletes with disabilities, is the second largest multi-sport event
in the world (Brittain, 2012). The word “Paralympic” means parallel to or alongside
the Olympic Games (International Paralympic Committee, n.d.).
At my first Paralympic Games, my coach and I had many conversations as he
helped me to process what I was going through. He was so reassuring, “Yes, you
do belong here.” Or, “Yes, you did make the team.” Or, “Yes, this is real.” I kept
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pushing back wondering if I was good enough to perform at this level and what
if I wasn’t ready? He kept telling me to trust the process…over and over again. I
critically doubted whether I belonged on Team USA and on the world stage, but
my mentors and coach taught me to believe in myself and to trust the process and
my own inherent resiliency. It began to sink in when I found myself on the medal
stand in Bejing having earned two bronze medals in the 400m and 4x100m relay.

Living in the Moment
Realizing that I had tackled imposter syndrome in this totally unrelated way
helped me to feel more confident. This begs the question: Does this mean that I
am living a dream? I think I am much like entering that stadium which constantly
replays in my head. As a multiply minoritized individual—an adopted woman,
person of color, who uses a wheelchair, transplanted from middle class to a prestigious private University in the south—I wake up every single day and think someone needs to pinch me. I am not sure when this imposter feeling will go away, or
if it ever will. And that is okay by me, because it grounds me in the work that I
do, it allows me to relate to students and to participants who are engaged with the
research I am doing. This imposter feeling makes sure that first and foremost in
all of the work that I do, that I am human. Methodologically, owning and naming
my story makes me the researcher I am today.
Humans have compassion, respect for others and decency, and remembering
where I have come from constantly feeds into who I am and who I want to be. My
desire to fight the oppressive systems and to stand up to inequalities, and to go
round for round in the boxing ring with imposter syndrome along the way is an
integral part of my identity. I think about the times in my life when I could have
quit; it would have been easy. I am not entirely sure why I never did quit. Every
naysayer in my life, such as that teacher in high school who asked me in front of
the class, “Why are you in an honors level English class, it’s not like you can go
to college anyway”, has made me want to prove them wrong. It’s the drive in me.
I am a fighter. There are numerous examples in my life when I could have conceded to the world and simply given up. I had to fight in order to survive. These
moments, however, have made me who I am today.
Imposter “syndrome” is like the constant thorn in your side or the wound
that keeps opening up instead of healing nice and pretty that reminds you it is
there but grounds you in who you are. Because of this, I know my work connects
with individuals on a deeper level and is authentic, raw and true. As a researcher, I could not ask for anything better. Therefore, I reject the notion of calling it
a “syndrome” with all of those negative connotations and implications that one
must get “over” said syndrome. Perhaps I am more sensitive to the terminology
as a disabled person, but I fiercely reject the medical model of disability (Albert,
2004; Barnes & Mercer, 2001; Masala & Petretto, 2008; Shapiro, 1994), which

138

My Chameleon Life

asserts that the ‘problem’ belongs to the individual and that something is ‘wrong’
that must be fixed. According to this model, disability is bad, a problem, a limitation and ought to be kept out of the mainstream society (Gill, 1995). Therefore, I
want to encourage all minoritized individuals to recognize the inherent value in
these imposter “syndrome” feelings and to reframe it positively and capitalize on
it. This more closely aligns with the human rights model of disability (Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2007) which postulates that the main
issue is in society rather than within the individual, and that disability is a part of
society, but first and foremost we are people with rights who deserve equal opportunities and full participation in life. Extending this notion further to imposter
“syndrome”, what if we are not imposters at all, but that society is what makes
us feel as imposters because of our minoritized status(es)? My positive reframe is
to take the term: imposter syndrome and to reject the “syndrome” part altogether,
and focus on the “im”. Turn this into a statement: I’m ________. Fill in this blank
with positive attributes. This affirming approach is a way, especially as a multiply
marginalized individual, to express pride in my identities and allow that to fuel
my soul.
I have decided not to shed my chameleon skin, that I once thought I needed to
rid myself of; rather, I have chosen to embrace it and all of its colors and allow it
to fuel my authenticity and empower my work. I am comfortable as a chameleon,
are you?
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